Objective-This study examined predictors of relationship stability over 5 years among heterosexual cohabiting and married African American couples raising an elementary-school-age child. The vulnerability-stress-adaptation model of relationships (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) guided the investigation. Contextual variables were conceptualized as important determinants of education and income, which in turn influence family structure, stress, and relationship quality and stability. Religiosity was tested as a resource variable that enhances relationship stability. (N = 207) were drawn from the Family and Community Health Study. Variables assessed at Wave 1 (education, income, religiosity, biological vs. stepfamily status, marital status, financial strain, and relationship quality) were used to predict relationship stability 5 years later.
Relatively little is known about factors that contribute to relationship satisfaction and stability among African American couples. Most studies of African American couples have been comparative across racial and ethnic groups. Notably lacking are studies examining predictors of relationship stability within samples of African Americans (Bryant et al., 2010 ). An understanding of factors that promote relationship stability among African American couples is important for guiding policies and intervention strategies to avoid the pain of dissolution for adults and to maximize the continuity of child-rearing contexts for African American children (Bumpass & Lu, 2000) .
Approximately 40% of cohabitating couples have children in the home; among African Americans, this figure is approximately 54% (Simmons & O'Connell, 2003) . Thus, cohabitation has become a particularly important context for child rearing among African American families. The current study investigated predictors of relationship stability among heterosexual married and cohabiting African American couples with at least one elementaryschool-age child in the home.
The vulnerability-stress-adaptation model of marriage (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) posits three major influences on relationship quality and stability: enduring vulnerabilities, stressful events, and adaptive processes. Enduring vulnerabilities are characteristics (e.g., low education level) that influence people's susceptibility to stressful life events and their ability to interact effectively in their relationships. Stressful events comprise the challenges of the current context in which couples live their daily lives, such as unemployment or steep medical bills. Enduring vulnerabilities multiply the impact of adverse events in daily life because the resources to cope effectively are not available. Adaptive processes are the ways that individuals function in their relationships, including, for example, their approaches to resolving conflict (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) . These processes emerge in the daily interactions of couples and influence how successfully they deal with the stressors and contextual strains of their lives.
Of particular interest in the current study was the cascading influence of enduring vulnerability factors. In our previous work, we showed a significant link between neighborhood-level economic disadvantage, couples' financial strain, and marital quality (Cutrona et al., 2003) . In our broad theoretical framework, we emphasize the impact of societal and community contexts on relationships and health (Cutrona et al., 2003 (Cutrona et al., , 2005 ). In the current study, we did not explicitly include community characteristics in our model but examined the impact on relationship stability of education and income, which are closely tied to neighborhood economic disadvantage (Vartanian & Buck, 2005) . We examined the associations over time of education and income on (a) family structure, (b) financial strain (a current stressor), (c) relationship quality (adaptive processes), and (d) relationship stability. We also investigated the potential protective effects of religiosity, an enduring resource of particular importance to African American families (Shorter-Gooden, 2004 ). The model we tested is shown in Figure 1 .
Enduring Vulnerability Factors
In our model, limited education provides the context for a range of conditions that weaken relationships. A low level of education renders individuals vulnerable to stress through its association with unemployment, low pay, and limited opportunities to accrue resources (Day & Newburger, 2002) . Individuals with limited financial resources experience more negative life events (Thoits, 2010) and subjective financial strain, the perception that income is inadequate to meet one's needs (Conger et al., 1990) . The effects of subjective financial strain are different and often greater than those of objective income level (Conger et al., 1990) . Financial strain imposes a substantial burden on couples, which leads to tension and instability in their relationships (Bodenmann et al., 2007; Conger & Donellen, 2007 ). Conger's model points to emotional distress as a key mediator between financial strain and deterioration in the quality of marital interactions (Conger et al., 1990) . Evidence in support of this model was recently reported for African American families (Conger et al., 2002) . We predicted that financial strain would decrease relationship stability through the mediation of relationship quality.
Education and income are associated with specific relationship types. Lower income predicts cohabitation rather than marriage (Bumpass & Lu, 2000) . There is growing evidence that among low-income individuals, marriage is viewed as something that should be postponed until economic security has been achieved (Gibson-Davis, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005) . Cohabitation does not have the same economic requirements. Thus, we predicted that lower income would predict cohabitation rather than marriage. Studies have shown differences in the relationship quality of married versus cohabiting couples, including less frequent disagreements, greater perceived fairness and supportiveness, and higher relationship satisfaction among married couples (Brown, 2003; Stafford, Kline, & Rankin, 2004) . Research has further shown that cohabiting relationships are significantly less stable than marital relationships (Bumpass & Lu, 2000) , although the stability difference is smaller among African Americans than European Americans (Osborne, Manning, & Smock, 2007) . We hypothesized that marriage would predict higher relationship quality, which in turn, would predict higher relationship stability.
Both education and employment status predict biological-father presence in the home (Futris, Nielson, & Olmstead, 2010) . The role of breadwinner is highly valued for African American men, despite the challenges faced by these individuals in communities that lack educational and economic opportunities (Futris et al., 2010) . African American fathers who lack financial resources may view themselves as failures and withdraw from their family (Toth & Xu, 1999) . Low-income mothers are more likely to remain in a relationship with their child's father if he is employed than if he is unemployed (Futris et al., 2010) . Thus, we predicted that education and income would predict the presence of the biological father and mother in the home.
Evolutionary psychology suggests another reason that couples who head blended families may have less stable relationships. According to the theory, nonbiological parents have less commitment to raising their partner's offspring and may be more willing to leave a relationship in which they do not share biological offspring (Buss & Kenrick, 1988) . Thus, we predicted a direct effect of biological family status on stability. We also predicted an indirect effect through relationship quality. Stepfamilies face a unique set of stressors. When children from previous unions are in the home, family members must deal with the complexities of ambiguous roles, financial obligations to multiple families, and juggling relationships with nonresident biological parents and children (Sweeney, 2010) . We hypothesized that such stressors would erode relationship quality and, hence, stability.
Resources That Promote Stability
Marital status and biological-family status may be combined in various configurations. Couples may be married or cohabiting, and both, one, or none of the index child's biological parents may be in the home (e.g., the child may be raised by grandparents, adoptive parents, or foster parents). In addition to the separate associations of marital and biological-family status with stability, we examined their joint associations in an attempt to understand whether any specific family structures are most strongly associated with relationship stability.
Religion and spirituality are central coping strategies for African Americans, especially women (Shorter-Gooden, 2004 ). Compared to other racial and ethnic groups, African Americans more frequently employ religious and spiritual coping when confronting adversity (Mattis, 2002) and derive a sense of community, shared values, and the strength to accept adversity (Brodsky, 2000) . Religiosity and church attendance are associated with attitudes favorable to commitment and family stability (Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2007) . We predicted that religious involvement, which we construed as an enduring resource variable, would be associated with marriage rather than cohabitation and, through the mediation of marriage, with relationship stability. We similarly predicted that religious involvement would be associated with biological-family status rather than stepfamily status.
The third component of the vulnerability-stress-adaption model highlights the ways that individuals function in their relationships. African Americans are more egalitarian and critical of traditional gender roles than are European Americans (Broman, 2005; Hunter & Sellers, 1998) . In one study, husbands' participation in household responsibilities and child care was more important to African American wives than to European American wives (Orbuch & Eyster, 1997 ) and served as a protective factor against divorce (Orbuch, Veroff, Hassan, & Horrocks, 2002) . In the same study, low conflict was more strongly related to happiness among African American than European American couples (Veroff, Douvan, Orbuch, & Acitelli, 1998) , and fighting and arguing were rated as a good reason for divorce more often by African American than European American couples (Orbuch, Veroff, & Hunter, 1999) . Partner supportiveness and warmth are also strong predictors of the relationship stability of African American couples (Orbuch et al., 2002) . Consequently, egalitarianism, low conflict, and social support were identified as especially important to relationship outcomes among African Americans. Our assessment of relationship quality included multiple components: satisfaction with partner contributions to domestic responsibilities, overall relationship satisfaction, conflict, and support. We predicted that higher relationship quality would predict greater stability.
To summarize, we tested a theoretical model of relationship stability in African American couples with children, in which lack of education and financial resources render couples more vulnerable to dissolution through multiple pathways (see Figure 1) . We predicted that lack of education and financial resources would be associated with financial strain, which would influence stability primarily through its erosive influence on relationship quality. Furthermore, individuals with lower levels of education and income are more likely to live in family configurations that research has shown to be less stable (cohabiting rather than married and stepparent rather than biological-parent families), which contribute to dissolution both directly and indirectly through lower relationship quality. By contrast, those with the enduring resource factor of religious involvement are expected to have more stable relationships because religious individuals are likely to be committed to marriage and to be in biological families rather than stepfamilies.
Method Participants
Data are from the Family and Community Health Study (FACHS), a longitudinal investigation of resiliency and vulnerability factors in rural African American families (Cutrona, Russell, Hessling, Brown, & Murry, 2000) . All procedures were approved by the Iowa State University and University of Georgia Institutional Review Boards. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants.
All families in FACHS had a 9-to 11-year-old target child at the beginning of the study. We recruited families from census tracts identified in both Iowa and Georgia that were outside major metropolitan areas, in which the proportion of African American families was sufficiently high (10% or greater) to make recruitment feasible, and that spanned a wide range of income levels. We completed initial interviews with 71% of the eligible families whom we were able to locate, for an initial sample of 889 families.
In the current study we included couples who were married or cohabiting at Wave 1 (1997) (1998) in which both partners participated in the first wave of data collection (N = 242; 200 married and 42 cohabitating). We narrowed the sample to include individuals who also participated in the third wave of data collection, 5 years after the initial interview (N = 207; 171 married and 36 cohabiting). The mean age was 37.3 years (SD = 7.2) among the women and 39.8 years (SD = 8.9) among the men at Wave 1. The median household income in 1997-1998 was $42,000 (SD = $25,440) for married and $30,000 (SD = $17,613) for cohabiting couples. The very large standard deviations for income reflect our deliberate sampling of participants from low, moderate, and high income neighborhoods. Eight percent of married couples and 23% of cohabiting couples were below the poverty line. The mean number of minor children residing in the home was 2.66 (SD = 1.3). The couples who participated in both Waves 1 and 3 did not differ from those who did not on any of the study variables.
Measures
All predictor variables were administered at Wave 1. The primary outcome variable was relationship stability (dissolution = 0, intact = 1), which was assessed during the Wave 3 interview, 5 years after the Wave 1 interview.
Enduring vulnerability and resiliency factors-We assessed number of years of education at Wave 1 for each partner, which served as separate manifest predictor variables in our model (his education and her education). Measures of income were based on each partner's reports of his or her own personal income in thousands of dollars over the previous year from all sources (e.g., wages, self-owned business proceeds, child support, government programs); these two measures were also specified as separate manifest predictor variables (his income and her income) in the model. It should be noted that we had complete data on all measures except annual per capita income for the 207 couples. Seventy-three of the men and 80 of the women did not report their annual income (discussed further below).
In the domain of family structure, marriage at Wave 1 was coded such that married = 1 and cohabiting ("living with someone in a steady, marriage-like relationship") = 0. Biologicalfamily versus step-family status was determined by the nature of the relationship of the male and female partners to the target 9-to 11-year-old child (i.e., both biological parents or not, scored as 1 or 0, respectively). Eighty-three percent were married at the time of the first wave of interviews, and both biological parents of the target child were present in 55% of the families. In all cases, when the biological father was in the household, the biological mother was also present (n = 113; 106 married and 7 cohabiting). In addition, there were 74 biological mother-stepfather couples (45 married and 29 cohabiting). In a final group of 20 couples, neither individual was the biological parent of the target child (i.e., 9 grandparents; 1 aunt and uncle; 10 foster or adoptive parents). Although the variety of family configurations complicated analyses, we retained all eligible couples in the analyses because they represent the complexity of modern child-rearing families in the United States (Sweeney, 2010) .
A latent religiosity variable for each partner was assessed with a seven-item measure (Simons, 1997) that was created for this study; validity of the scale was demonstrated by significant correlations with the Multidimensional Measure of Religious Involvement for African Americans (Levin, Taylor, & Chatters, 1995) . Participants responded to each item on a 1-to-5 response scale (α = .77 and .81 for women and men, respectively). Two items assessed spirituality (the importance of religious or spiritual beliefs in daily life), and five items assessed frequency of church attendance and involvement in church activities. Three parcel measures were formed from the seven-item measure and used to operationalize the latent religiosity variable for each member of the couple (see discussion by Russell, Kahn, Spoth, & Altmaier, 1998) .
Financial strain-Four measures developed by Conger and Elder (1994) were administered to both members of the couple and used to form a latent perceived financial strain variable for each partner. The first scale, Unmet Financial Needs, taps specific needs that cannot be met due to financial hardship (e.g., "Not enough money to buy the food we need"; α = .75 and .87 for women and men, respectively). The second scale, Can't Make Ends Meet, consists of two items that tap the general perception that financial resources are insufficient (e.g., "During the last 12 months, how much difficulty have you had paying your bills?"; α = .70 and .69 for women and men, respectively). Financial Adjustments is an 11-item scale that taps specific ways the family has tried to economize to lessen their financial problems (e.g., "Reduced or eliminated medical insurance because of financial need"; α = .77 and .82 for women and men, respectively). Negative Financial Life Events is a checklist of 11 specific negative financial events in the previous 12 months (e.g., "cut in wages"; "laid off from work"). The four scales were used to specify a latent financial strain variable for each member of the couple.
Adaptive processes-A latent relationship quality variable was created for each partner using four measured indicators: relationship satisfaction, satisfaction with partner's contributions to household and child care, partner warmth/support, and partner hostility. Relationship satisfaction was assessed with two items ("How happy [satisfied] are you with your relationship?"). Coefficient alpha was .84 for women and .81 for men. Level of satisfaction with the partner's contributions to household responsibilities was assessed with two items: "How satisfied are you with [partner name]'s contribution to completing household chores, such as doing the laundry, cleaning, preparing meals, and so on?" and "How satisfied are you with [partner's] contributions to raising [target child]?" Response options ranged from 1 (not at all satisfied) to 4 (very satisfied). These items were averaged to create a measure of satisfaction with partner contributions to household responsibilities. Coefficient alpha was .57 for women and .41 for men. The low reliability of this measure was due to the fact that the two items correlated only .23 for women and .17 for men. Apparently, satisfaction with housework and with child-care contributions may be quite different. Additional analyses were conducted treating these as individual measured variables in specifying the latent relationship quality variables; results were the same as those when using the composite measure.
Partner warmth/support and hostility were assessed with scales developed by Conger and Elder (1994) . Each member of the couple reported perceptions of his or her partner's warmth/support (e.g., "During the past 12 months, how often did your partner let you know he/she really cares about you?") and hostility (e.g., "During the past 12 months, how often did your partner get angry at you?"). Response options ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (always). Coefficient alpha for Partner Warmth (9 items) was .91 for women and .90 for men. For Partner Hostility (12 items) alpha was .82 for women and .87 for men. Items for Warmth and Hostility served as the third and fourth indicators of the relationship quality variables.
Data Analysis Plan
The first step in testing the model shown in Figure 1 was to evaluate the measurement model. The analyses were conducted based on the covariances among the variables. Three of the variables in the model (religiosity, financial strain, and relationship quality) were specified as latent variables. The remaining variables in the model (education, income, biological family status, marital status, and relationship stability) were specified as measured or manifest variables. Most of the measures (education, income, religiosity, financial strain, and relationship quality) were specified as separate variables for each member of the couple; however, three variables (biological family status, marital status, and relationship stability) were characteristics of the couple. All were dichotomous and were treated as categorical measures in the analysis.
The measurement model was tested with the maximum likelihood estimation procedure in the Mplus 6.11 program. It should be noted that both cases with and without data for income were included in the analyses; the expectation-maximization (EM) algorithm was employed by Mplus to estimate model parameters involving the income variable (see discussion by Enders, 2010) . Loadings for the measured variables on the latent religiosity, financial strain, and relationship quality variables were constrained to equality for women and men to ensure that these constructs were defined identically for both members of the couple. Also included in the model were correlated error terms for the measures that were completed by both partners to account for possible nonindependence in the data. Because the model implied mediation effects (e.g., the pathway from financial strain to relationship stability through relationship quality), we tested for hypothesized indirect effects. Finally, we conducted follow-up analyses of specific subgroups of couples to compare their relationship quality and stability.
Results

Characteristics of the Sample
Seventy-five percent of the couples remained intact over the 5-year period. Table 1 presents comparisons of men and women on all variables. Men reported significantly higher income, and women reported significantly higher levels of religiosity. Men generally perceived the relationship more positively than did the women, reporting significantly higher levels of relationship satisfaction, satisfaction with partner contributions, and partner warmth. Surprisingly, they also reported significantly higher levels of partner hostility than the women.
Testing the Causal Model
Results indicated that the measurement model provided an adequate fit to the data, χ 2 (303, N = 207) = 370.36, p = .005, comparative fit index (CFI) = .94, root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .033. Loadings of the measured variables on the latent variables are shown in Table 2 ; all of the loadings were highly significant. The correlations among the measured and latent variables included in the model are presented in Table 3 . Relationships among these variables were generally consistent with predictions. As expected, being married and the presence of both biological parents correlated positively and financial strain correlated negatively with stability. A few gender differences emerged. Only her relationship quality and religiosity and his education and income were significantly associated with relationship stability. Unexpected findings included a statistically significant negative relationship between the presence of both biological parents and the woman's relationship quality.
The next set of analyses evaluated the fit of the hypothesized structural equation model shown in Figure 1 to the data. This model was also found to provide an adequate fit to the data, χ 2 (347, N = 207) = 428.51, p = .002, CFI = .93, RMSEA = .034. Standardized coefficients for the paths included in the model are shown in Figure 2 . As expected, there was a strong relationship between education and income; education accounted for 40% of the variation in his income and 44% of the variation in her income. Also as expected, religiosity was significantly related to marital status; however, only her religiosity attained significance. The opposite was true for the impact of income on marital status; only his income was significant. In combination, religiosity and income accounted for 40% of the variation in marital status. His income was a significant positive predictor of biologicalfamily status, whereas her income was not. Her religiosity was also a significant positive predictor of biological-family status. By contrast, his religiosity was a significant negative predictor of biological family status, although the zero-order correlation between these two variables was only .02. Predictor variables accounted for 25% of the variance in biologicalfamily status.
Both partners' annual incomes were significantly related to their own and their partner's financial strain, accounting for 22% of the variance in hers and 30% of the variance in his financial strain. His income appeared to be somewhat more important than hers as a predictor of financial strain for both members of the couple.
The woman's assessment of relationship quality was predicted by marital status, biological family status, and her financial strain. Higher quality was associated with being married; lower quality was associated with biological-family status and her financial strain. These variables accounted for 30% of the variation in her relationship quality. Similarly, the man's relationship satisfaction was significantly predicted by being married, biological-family status, and his financial strain; these variables accounted for 24% of the variance in his latent relationship quality.
The presence of both biological parents was a significant positive predictor of relationship stability; however, being married was not. It should be noted that marital status and biological-family status were highly correlated (r = .58), and thus multiple collinearity may explain the failure of marital status to attain significance, especially given its sizable zeroorder correlation with stability (r = .50). Her relationship quality was a statistically significant predictor of stability, although, surprisingly, his relationship quality was not. Fifty-seven percent of the variation in relationship stability was explained by this set of predictors.
A number of mediation relationships between predictor variables and relationship stability are specified in the model shown in Figure 1 . The statistical significance of these hypothesized indirect effects on relationship stability was tested with the bias-corrected bootstrap sampling procedure that is available in the Mplus program. Total indirect effects of the variables on relationship stability are presented in Table 4 . As can be seen, five of the 10 expected indirect effects of predictor variables on relationship stability were statistically significant. His education and income, her religiosity and financial strain, and biological family status all showed significant indirect effects in the prediction of relationship stability. For all variables except her financial strain, there was more than one mediating path that accounted for the overall indirect effects that were observed. All specific statistically significant mediational paths are listed in Table 4 (paths a to j).
Stability and specific family configurations-To clarify the pattern of results regarding specific family configurations and relationship quality and stability, we calculated the stability and relationship quality of couples in the five family configurations found in the sample: married biological parents, cohabiting biological parents, married stepparents, cohabiting stepparents, and married nonparents (nonparent relatives, adoptive or foster parents). The four measures that served as indicators of the latent relationship-quality measure were aggregated to form a single score for each member of the couple, using the weights (factor loadings) from the measurement model. As shown in Table 5 , the most stable couples were the married nonparents (95% intact), followed by the married biological parents (91% intact), and the cohabiting biological parents (86% intact). Far less stable were the married stepfamily couples (51% intact) and the cohabiting step-family couples (38% intact). A logistic regression analysis predicting stability was performed using dummycoded variables to represent each of the groups (married biological families served as the reference group). It indicated that the relationship stability of these five groups was significantly different, χ 2 (4, N = 207) = 52.57, p < .001. Post hoc analyses indicated that the two stepfamily groups of parents were significantly less stable than the other three groups but did not differ from one another in stability. The remaining three groups of parents did not differ significantly from one another. A very different pattern emerged for perceived relationship quality. As shown in Table 5 , the lowest levels of his and her relationship quality at Wave 1 were reported by the unmarried biological parents. A multiple regression analysis predicting relationship quality comparing this group of parents to the other four groups of parents found that they reported significantly lower levels of his relationship quality, t(204) = −2.20, p = .029, and her relationship quality, t(204) = −2.42, p = .016, whereas the other four groups of parents did not differ significantly from one another on his or her relationship quality.
Relationship quality was relatively high among all but the cohabiting biological parents at Wave 1. Nevertheless, the two groups of stepfamily couples were much more likely to dissolve their relationships than the other groups 5 years later. Initial relationship quality was not an accurate predictor of relationship stability for stepfamily couples; their relatively high initial level of relationship quality did not protect them from high rates of breakup. Similarly, initial relationship quality was not an accurate predictor of stability for cohabiting biological parents; their relatively low level of initial relationship quality was not associated with high rates of dissolution 5 years later. These results are considered further below.
Discussion
Theories of human development emphasize the cascading influence of conditions at one point in time on outcomes in the future (Cox, Mills-Koonce, Propper, & Gariépy, 2010) . This perspective is incorporated into the vulnerability-stress-adaptation model (Karney & Bradbury, 1995) . The social ecological contexts in which people live influence their opportunities, attitudes, behaviors, and relationships across time (Masten et al., 2005 ). The current investigation examined level of education and religiosity as the starting points in a cascade of events that influence the relationship stability of African American couples who are parenting an elementary-school-age child.
Lack of education was viewed as an enduring vulnerability factor in our model. Education strongly influenced income and, through a variety of pathways, significantly predicted the stability of African American couples' intimate relationships. Many African Americans face barriers to education, including economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, underfunded schools, lack of mentors and successful role models, and limited family resources (Crowder & South, 2011; Grogan-Kaylor & Woolley, 2010) . Because characteristics of neighborhoods and schools are influential predictors of educational attainment, the importance of intervening at the community level to improve the educational outcomes of African Americans and other low-income minority groups cannot be overemphasized (Crowder & South, 2011) . A range of interventions has been explored to give low-income minority families access to better quality schools, including housing vouchers to move to higher income neighborhoods, school vouchers, open enrollment, and specialized magnet and charter schools in low-income neighborhoods; however, most such programs have shown disappointing results (DeLuca & Dayton, 2009) . Improving the educational opportunities of low-income minority populations must become a higher local and national priority because the penalties that accompany low levels of education in terms of lifetime earnings are becoming ever greater (Day & Newburger, 2002) .
Some of the pathways linking education to relationship outcomes were the same and some were different for men versus women. Men's education and income were generally more influential than those of women, as discussed below. For both men and women, education showed a significant indirect effect on relationship quality through its association with higher income and lower perceived financial strain. Lower financial strain was associated with higher relationship quality, consistent with prior research (Conger & Donellen, 2007) . Notably, only men's education had a significant indirect effect on relationship stability, through its association with income, women's financial strain, and relationship quality (path a in Table 4 ) as well as through its association with family structures that research shows to be more stable: marriage rather than cohabitation and biological rather than step-family status.
Men with higher education and income were more likely to be married than in a cohabiting relationship. The indirect path from education through income to marriage, to her relationship quality, to relationship stability was statistically significant (path b in Table 4 ). Research suggests that African Americans place greater emphasis on economic security and upward mobility as requirements for marriage than do European Americans (James, 1998; Tucker, 2000) . Opportunities for educational and occupational achievement must be increased to increase rates of marriage among African American men.
Men with higher education and income were also more likely to be in couples where both partners were the biological parents of the index elementary-school-age child rather than in stepfather-biological mother couples (path c in Table 4 ). Analyses showed that stepfatherbiological mother couples were the least stable. Second and higher order marriages tend to be less stable than first marriages (Bumpass & Raley, 2007) . Remarried individuals tend to have lower wealth and income (Morrison & Ritualo, 2000) and to value autonomy to a greater extent than do continuously married couples (Allen, Baucom, Burnett, Epstein, & Rankin-Esquer, 2001 ). Becoming a stepparent is complicated by a lack of clear guidelines for the role of the stepparent in children's lives and the complexity of meeting parenting obligations that span multiple households (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002) . All of these factors may contribute to the lower stability of stepfamily couples.
It has been proposed that because African American families have a history of considering people with no biological or legal ties as members of the family ("fictive kin"), the transition to stepfamily status may be easier than among other ethnic and racial groups (Stewart, 2007) . African American resident stepfathers' level of involvement with their stepchildren was similar to that of resident biological fathers in a study of Head Start families (Fagan, 1998) . Another study found that racial minority stepfathers reported higher satisfaction in their experiences with stepchildren than did European American stepfathers (MacDonald & DeMaris, 1996) . Despite these potential strengths, African American stepfamilies are subject to greater stigmatization than European American stepfamilies (Berger, 1998) . African American stepfathers, in particular, are viewed negatively because of stereotypes that they are transient in their stepchildren's lives and more likely to be abusive, although objective data reveal no racial differences in rates of abuse among stepfathers (Rasheed, 1999; U.S. Department of Human Services, 2005) . This stigmatization may be an additional stressor that undermines stepfather adjustment and commitment in African American families (Stewart, 2007 ).
An unexpected finding was that although biological-family status was associated with higher relationship stability, it was associated with lower relationship quality. As noted previously, the lowest mean level of relationship satisfaction was found among cohabiting biologicalfamily couples, even though these couples were highly stable. This small group of unhappy but committed couples influenced the association between biological-family status and relationship quality. A second contributor to this association was the generally high level of relationship quality reported by the married and cohabiting stepfather-biological mother couples at Wave 1. Nevertheless, biological mother-stepfather couples were much more likely to dissolve their relationships than any other subgroup of couples. This is consistent with prior research that has found little difference in cross-sectional comparisons of the relationship quality of first-married versus remarried couples, despite higher rates of divorce in remarried couples (Amato, Booth, Johnson, & Rogers, 2007) . In our sample, the stepfather-biological mother couples had been together for many fewer years (M = 3.74, SD = 3.26) than either the biological-family couples (M = 12.63, SD = 5.41) or the nonparent couples (M = 25.05 years, SD = 11.67). Although stability increases with relationship duration, relationship satisfaction erodes over time (e.g., VanLaningham, Johnson, & Amato, 2001) ; the stepfather couples may simply have been earlier in the erosion process at the initial wave of data collection. It is also possible that attrition of the least stable biological-family couples occurred before our study began, leaving only those with high levels of commitment. Finally, the relationship quality among the stepfather-biological mother couples was undoubtedly eroded over the 5-year study period by the range of stressors that are encountered by stepfamilies. Interventions tailored to assist African American couples who are striving to raise children from multiple unions are clearly needed (Stewart, 2007) .
The high stability of the 20 couples in which neither individual was the parent of the target child merits comment. In the African American community, when neither biological parent is able to care for a child, a member of the extended family often takes on child-rearing responsibility (Stewart, 2007) . Families may "screen" such substitute caregivers, selecting the individuals who can provide the most stable home, which may be one reason that the nonparent couples were all married and had very stable relationships. Similar formal screening occurs when couples seek to become adoptive or foster parents. It seems likely that family and nonfamily caregivers were selected for high levels of adjustment and stability.
Contrary to expectation, only women's relationship quality significantly predicted stability. This is consistent with a meta-analysis conducted by Karney and Bradbury (1995) , although the gender difference they found in predictive strength was small. By contrast, a recent longterm prospective study found that only men's relationship satisfaction predicted stability (Hirschberger, Srivastava, Marsh, Cowan, & Cowan, 2009 ). Further research is needed on potential gender differences in relationship dynamics among African American couples.
Religious involvement was viewed as an enduring resource variable that has long-term protective influence on intimate relationships. Consistent with previous research (Lichter & Carmalt, 2009) , religiosity was more influential among African American women than among men in our study. One significant pathway led from women's religiosity to marital status, to her relationship quality, to relationship stability (path e in Table 4 ). Religious women were more likely to marry than to cohabit, and married women rated their relationships more positively than did those who were cohabiting; women's relationship quality was associated with stability. The link between religious involvement and marriage has been documented in nationally representative samples (Lehrer, 2004) and among lowincome African American couples (Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2007) . We did not find a significant direct association between religiosity and relationship quality. A stronger link to stability than to quality is consistent with findings from a meta-analysis of 94 studies that examined links between religious involvement and marital outcomes (Mahoney, Pargament, Tarakeshwar, & Swank, 2001) , which showed a weaker link from religiosity to marital quality (d = 0.05) than to marital commitment (d = 0.19) and stability (d = 0.125).
Religious women were more likely to be in couples that included the target child's biological father, which predicted relationship stability (path f in Table 4 ). As noted previously, biological-family status predicted lower relationship quality among women, which was associated with lower stability (path g in Table 4 ). Once again, the low relationship quality among cohabiting biological-family couples, the high initial relationship quality among stepfather-biological mother couples, and the longer relationship duration of biological-family couples probably account for the lower relationship quality reported by women in biological-family couples.
There is a need for culturally sensitive relationship-enhancement programs for African American couples. Given the importance of religion to many African Americans, the inclusion of a spiritual or religious component in relationship interventions may be beneficial (Karney, Garvan & Thomas, 2003) . A recent randomized clinical trial found that African American couples showed significant improvement in marital quality relative to a control group when they participated in a modification of the widely used PREP marital enhancement program (Markman, Stanley, & Blumberg, 2010 ) that incorporated spirituality and prayer into the communication skills-oriented PREP program (Beach, Hurt, Fincham, McNair, & Stanley, 2011) . Moreover, African American women responded with greater increases in marital quality to the prayer-and spirituality-focused version of the PREP program than they did to a culturally sensitive PREP program that was designed to be Afrocentric but did not include a spiritual component.
Limitations
The sample is not nationally representative of African American families with children; it was drawn from only two states and excludes residents of major metropolitan areas. The couples in this study were all parenting a 9-to 11-year old child and most were at least 35 years old; thus, findings may not generalize to couples who are at earlier stages in the life cycle. Most couples in our sample had been together for at least five years; as a consequence, individuals with poorer quality relationships who broke up early in their relationship were not represented in the sample. Our model tests only a limited number of vulnerability and resource factors; others, including exposure to race-related stressors, should also be investigated. An additional limitation is that the proposed model implies a series of events that unfold over time, yet all of our predictor variables were assessed at a single time point (Wave 1). We were thus unable to assess the directionality of influence and errors of measurement over time. All of the measures used in the current investigation were self-reported, which leads to shared method variance. Future studies should also include direct observation of couples. Counterbalancing these liabilities, the sample included couples with a wide range of income and education levels, thereby avoiding the restriction of range in socioeconomic status that characterizes most studies of African Americans, in which only poor inner-city families are sampled.
Additional studies that follow African American couples from the beginning of their relationships are needed to test models of relationship quality and stability. Our results strongly suggest that contextual factors, such as educational and economic opportunities, and cultural factors, such as religious involvement, are highly influential in the relationship stability of African American couples. Solutions to the challenges that face African American couples may be found in school improvement and economic development in poor communities as much as in the design of relationship interventions. Our findings also suggest that interventions that help stepfamily couples cope with the challenges of multiple roles and family obligations may be helpful for African American couples. Finally, culturally sensitive relationship interventions that incorporate religion into empirically validated programs may be better received and more effective than programs that do not include this resource, which is very important in the lives of many African Americans. Results of the structural equation modeling analysis. * p = .05. Note. The standardized loadings of the measured variables on the latent variables are shown; the nonstandardized loadings of each measured variable on the latent variable were constrained to be equal for men and women.
Table 3
Correlations Among the Measured and Latent Variables 
